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THE  LAKE  OF  GARDA. 


Pale  and  untroubled  the  March  day  declines : 

The  wandering  clouds  stand,  and  the  sky's  face 
Grows  sombre  now  in  rest :  thin  smoke  entwines 

Faint  houses :  nothing  holds  Night's  urgent  pace  : 
Pregnant  with  stars,  the  wide  arch  looms  above : 

England,  I  close  my  eyes  to  you  :  the  shadow 
Of  chilly  hours  weighs  on  them.  Speedily 

Vanish  brown,  leafless  oak  and  darkened  meadow ; 
On  wings  of  dream  and  southward-pressing  love 
To  every  place  of  vision  I  will  move, 
Powerful  desire  making  a  spirit  of  me.« 
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O  once  again  I  watch  the  languid  breeze 

Fleck  the  wide  grey  of  olives :  scarlet  flare 
Of  dense  geranium  crowns  the  opal  seas 

And  foam  of  oleander  :  everywhere 
Moon-like  the  lemons  pierce  their  green  and  glow  : 

The  orange  groves  lie  close  with  tawnier  flame. 
O  once  again  the  paradisal  blue 

Clearer  than  largest  sapphire,  turns  the  same 
Quick,  radiant  air  to  nectar,  and  the  flow 
Of  the  sun's  splendour  drops  into  the  low 
Crystalline  water,  burnishing  it  anew. 

Glide  out  upon  the  dazzling  glass,  my  boat, 

From  Desenzano ;  skirt  the  placid  shore 
And  turning  northward,  indolently  float 

Past  Alboino's  castle,  strong  no  more 
With  fortressed  anger,  lovely  with  grey  years  : 

Trailing  your  delicate  furrow,  come  at  last 
To  the  hazed  panorama  of  the  lake. 

But  surely  from  white  columns  long  downcast 
Where  many  a  strange  mark  of  Rome  appears, 
Winds  to  me  a  small,  hollow  voice  of  tears 
Such  as  cave-haunting,  tidal  waters  make ! 
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O  Sirmione,  still  the  sad  nymph  calls 

Down  to  your  grotto's  green  and  silver  sand 
The  headlong  singer  of  Love's  Bacchanals 

And  pulsing  youth  :  no  more  his  petulant  hand, 
Stretched  from  the  moored  Bithynian  skiff,  will  break 

Lesbia's  false  and  rosy  features,  limned 
In  the  clear  water  by  his  dreaming  will : 

How  hate  the  one  that  Love  has  hotly  hymned, 
Or  punish  what  light  havoc  she  may  make  ? 
The  nymph  might  call,  her  heart  must  ever  ache : 
Quintus  Valerius,  she  calls  you  still. 

Quiet  the  laurels  and  the  olives :  quiet 

Lies  on  the  pearl  of  all-but-islands.  Soon 
The  insistent,  hid  cicala  will  sow  riot 

Among  his  brothers,  fighting  to  sing  noon  : 
Gently  the  boat  rocks.    See,  Manerba  screens 

With  cypressed  promontory  warm  Said 
That  like  a  laughing  girl  with  flowery  arms 

Woos  stern-browed  Garda  :*  but  she  cannot  know 
Garda's  dark  memory  of  barbaric  queens, 
Branding  her  cold  heart  with  forgotten  scenes 
Of  royal  conspiracy  and  wild  alarms. 

*  The  Town. 
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Beyond,  I  know,  the  northern  waters  shrink 

Into  the  precipice-bound  strait :  and  past 
Limone's  broad  fruit-terraces,  the  brink 

Rises  to  jagged  nakedness  :  and  fast 
The  sun  deserts  the  vague  Atlantid  deeps ; 

Only  each  glittering  Alp,  serene  and  far 
Soars  lit  divinely,  till  the  drooping  ray 

Turns  languorously  to  crimson  :  the  huge  bar 
Of  gorges  serried  in  remoteness  keeps 
The  low,  lagooned  recess  where  Riva  sleeps 
Purple  and  almost  imageless  of  day. 

Icier  than  destiny  and  more  unknown 

The  peaks  ascend  :  but  often  down  a  long 
Rock  passage  bursts  a  lashing  gale,  the  moan 

And  whistling  mountain  sleet  of  Vergil's  song  : 
The  prophet  ripple  swells  in  southern  bays; 

Benacus  in  an  instant  rises,  hurling 
Pent  fury  of  thick  surge  on  every  shore ; 

With  driven,  rabid  currents  blackly  whirling, 
Under  blind  Montebaldo,  in  a  maze 
Of  flying  foam-wreaths  its  onrushing  craze 
Passes  to  beat  Peschiera's  farthest  door. 
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And  even  now,  when  not  a  murmur  breaks 

The  silence,  but  the  infinitely  small 
Shock  of  the  peasant's  pruning-knife,  that  makes 

A  throb  of  neighbouring  industry,  when  all 
The  human  frenzy  sinks  to  this,  I  sigh 

To  know  that  frenzy's  terrible  sleeplessness, 
Remembering  much,  and  stung  to  warm  regret 

That  any  tumult  should  have  quick  ingress 
To  this  retreat,  but  Nature's  frequent  cry, 
Her  sounds  that  thrill,  but  only  born  to  die 
And  make  the  heavenly  void  more  blissful  yet. 

For  since  the  autumn  summer  of  Trajan's  sway 

First  saw  the  arms  of  confident  Antonines 
Sweep  eastward  by  the  Danube's  conquered  way 

Towards  doomed  Parthia  :  since  the  harsh  confines 
Of  Baltic  fastnesses  flung  down  the  horde 

Of  Attila  on  the  empire's  tumbling  throne, 
When  like  the  ants  that  march  in  jungle  heat, 

The  Tartar  gnawed  Venetia  to  the  bone. 
Prodigal  of  horror  with  fire  and  rape  and  sword, 
Bowing  at  last  to  no  defendant  lord, 
But  the  calm  message  of  the  Holy  Seat : 
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Since  great  Theodoric's  ascendant  star 

Raised  him  to  highest  rule,  after  the  fall 
Of  Odoacer's  men,  when  breath  of  war 

Blew  round  Verona,  and  the  blonde  and  tall 
Ostrogoth  held  her  palaces  and  towers : 

Since  those  young  turbulent  centuries,  the  sleep 
Of  basking  shore  is  broken  :  thunders  rise 

In  the  clear  silence  :  other  echoes  leap 
Than  the  dulled  roar  of  avalanche :  tranquil  hours 
Are  filled  with  stirrings  of  more  deadly  powers 
Than  issue  from  high  wave,  or  wind's  surprise. 

But  as  the  hunting  leopard's  head  divides 

The  tremulous  bamboos,  and  birds  fly  out 
With  screams  of  hovering  fear,  and  his  soft  sides 

Move  through  the  leaning  stems,  and  pass  without 
A  mark  but  a  thin  handful  of  snapped  wood : 

So  man,  that  pigmy  shadow,  dreams  a  crime, 
Sees  it  desirable,  and  plain,  and  fair, 

With  forceful  pomp,  choosing  the  prosperous  time, 
Goes  over  richest  ground,  and  thinks  it  good 
To  make  it  desert,  prove  his  hardihood, 
And  the  year  after,  corn  is  nodding  there. 
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When  the  proud  Adriatic's  mistress  felled 

Verona,  wielding  Bergamo  and  all 
Brescia's  tamed  people,  had  Visconti  held 

Verona's  heart  as  firmly  as  her  wall  ? 
When  mounting  to  that  wall  by  stairs  of  dead 

The  Viper  and  his  bloody  halberdiers 
Tore  down  the  Ladder,  and  flew  Milan's  sign 

On  the  red  bastions,  what  memorial  tears 
Fell  for  Can  Grande's  line,  their  fortune  sped  ? 
Change  is  the  master,  change  the  visible  head 
Willing  man's  meteor  rise  and  sure  decline. 

Through  all  the  passing  clangour  and  the  dust 

Of  fated  millions  marshalled  for  new  strife, 
Through  strain  of  stamping  legions,  earth's  poor  crust 

Waits  sun  and  rain  and  green,  returning  life. 
The  captains  and  the  potentates  go  down 

Into  oblivion's  crowded  gulf :  they  made 
This  world  their  mart,  steel  in  each  chaffering  sleeve : 

But  like  the  flitting  of  a  masquerade 
They  are  gone  utterly  with  their  renown : 
What  people's  mood  or  pride  of  fretful  crown 
Has  driven  the  building  swallow  from  her  eave  ? 
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Yet  since  the  busy  tyrant  ever  eyes 

The  brightest  treasure,  and  with  stealthy  hand 
Or  clear  assaulting  strength  clutches  the  prize, 

If  ever  golden  territory,  if  land 
Precious  with  forest,  valley  and  broad  plain 

Could  weep  for  foul  incursion,  Lombardy 
Would  long  have  lain  prostrate  with  tortured  grief, 

And  Garda's  azure  dried  in  misery : 
For  Austria  the  abhorred,  and  swollen  Spain, 
Close  creeping  in  the  greedy  Valois'  train, 
Gave  the  League's  mean,  shamed  remnant  no  relief. 

Till,  as  a  region  of  the  midnight  heaven 

To  the  astronomer's  contemplation  shows 
One  field  of  starred  assemblies,  like  the  seven 

Pleiads  in  ordered  cluster  like  a  rose, 
With  fainter  throngs  in  nebulous  disarray, 

But  strikes  his  turning  eye  with  the  fixed  glare 
Of  some  low,  dominant  planet,  a  swift  start 

Breaking  his  grave  abstraction  into  rare, 
More  human  joy,  at  last  the  rugged  way 
Of  Piedmont  brought  to  the  unending  fray 
The  fiery  genius  of  Bonaparte. 
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The  time  of  thunders  brooded  on  the  lake  : 

And  Desenzano's  sleepy  walls  can  tell 
How  suddenly  in  the  hit  Austrian's  wake 

Murat's  men  flashed  across  its  blue,  how  well 
The  splendid  blow  struck  home  at  Rivoli, 

Perfecting  Areola  and  Lodi's  fight : 
The  anguished  shade  of  Desiderio 

Must  soon  relive  his  downfall  and  his  flight, 
Theodolinda's  iron  circlet  be 
The  diadem  of  a  Frankish  enemy, 
And  a  new  Charlemagne  through  Pavia  go. 

Then  twisting  Fortune  with  ingenious  wheel 

Brought  down  the  Corsican  :  but  the  pale  spark 
Of  Liberty  was  struck  from  his  firm  heel 

(So  may  a  tyrant  blunder  in  the  dark 
And  with  a  secret  blessing  foil  his  pride) ; 

Mazzini  fanned  it  with  heroic  breath, 
Till  Garibaldi's  red-shirt  columns  swept 

Through  Italy,  and  at  Solferino  death, 
Lit  by  that  flame  to  beauty,  side  by  side 
Laid  Frank  and  Lombard,  nobly  now  allied, 
And,  grasping  Riva,  backward  Austria  crept : 


And  at  last  Riva,  bought  munificently 

By  blood  and  prowess  in  the  huger  field 
Of  Europe's  cannonading  horror,  free 

Returns  to  her  great  Mother,  whose  scarce-healed 
Pitiful  scars  show  glaringly,  her  face 

Marked  still  with  the  tear-channels  :  in  the  deep 
And  thankful  rest  from  agony  of  war 

Her  rising  thought  of  loss  may  seldom  sleep : 
And  though  the  glory  of  her  welded  race 
Lives  now  imperishable,  yet  each  place 
Is  empty  where  so  many  walked  before. 

O  tempest,  O  upheaval,  monstrous  plan ! 

O  clash  of  engines,  devastation,  hate  ! 
Where  now  the  day  of  spinning  shard,  that  man 

Devised  to  shatter  man,  insatiate 
Of  blasting  terror  :  where  the  desperate  pact 

Of  man  and  iron  slave  to  win  foothold 
In  the  eagle's  eyrie,  and  with  stunning  boom 

To  burst  on  Adamello's  shining  cold  ? 
The  immemorial  cornices  shook,  cracked, 
And  shot  down  with  the  roaring  cataract, 
Hurling  the  invader  to  a  mangled  doom. 
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A  moving  herd  winds  over  a  green  slope 

All  pied  with  peeping  cyclamen  :  there  drifts 
On  evening  airs,  with  scent  of  heliotrope 

And  unnamed  flowers  from  the  blossoming  rifts 
In  the  lake's  western  bank,  the  tiny  peal 

Of  vespers  in  Gardone  :  sails  unfurled 
Of  boats  home-turning  catch  the  straying  breeze ; 

One  cloud,  with  fringes  vaporously  curled 
Stands  over  Malcesine  :  through  it  steal 
The  sun's  late  effluences  :  cicalas  feel 
The  deepening  hush,  and  check  their  rhythmic  ease : 

And  see,  clear  on  the  dusk,  and  without  haste, 

Four  pale-necked   swans   progressing,  northward 
brought 

By  who  knows  what  dim  languor  and  distaste 
Of  Mincio's  reeds  :  straight  as  a  lover's  thought, 

Emblem  of  power  and  resistless  will, 

Their  soundless  arrow  wings  towards  the  height 

Of  yet  inviolate  snows,  whose  tender  balm 
And  rosy  benediction  seem  to  light 

On  Garda's  velvet  shadows,  that  now  fill 

Water  and  fragrant  shore,  there  to  distil 

Calm,  and  upon  earth's  infinite  sorrows,  calm. 


